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From the day they first emerged as a world power at the battle of Malazgirt 
(Manzikert) in 1071, when the Seljuk Turks defeated a Byzantine army and 
penetrated for the first time into Asia Minor, until the victorious advance of 
the Ottoman Turks was decisively checked at the gates of Vienna in 1683, the 
Turks had very little use for diplomacy as an implement to conduct foreign 
policy. Their conception of international relations was fairly straightforward 
and single-minded: to wage war and then dictate their own peace conditions. 
With the decline of their military power came an increasing awareness of the 
existence of the hitherto scorned European powers, which gradually evolved 
into an attempt by the Ottoman Empire to forestall any real or imaginary 
policy of encroachment on the part of these powers. Thenceforth, diplomacy 
came to be regarded not as the pursuit of war by other means but as a way to 
preserve the conquests made by Ottoman armies in an earlier age. If Ottoman 
diplomacy failed to achieve these aims this was due more to the spirit of the 
age than to any shortcomings of its own. Its relative success is described by a 
contemporary observer not noted for an overwhelming sympathy towards 
Turkey: ‘Très habile, la Sublime Porte a toujours su opposer les puissances; 
tantôt penchant pour l’une, tantôt pour l’autre suivant les besoins du moment. 
La Sublime Porte accepte tout, promettant beaucoup mais ne se livrant jamais. 
On peut affirmer avec assurance qu’à aucun moment nulle puissance n’a pu se 
flatter d’avoir joui d’un credit complet dans ses conseils. La Turquie n’a 
jamais cédé qu’aux suggestions qui étaient conformes à ce qu’elle croyait son 
intérêt ou à ses vues particulières.’1 In the meanderings of the foreign policy 
of the Turkish Republic one can sense the same preoccupations.
As intimated above, a state of war was the only one that Ottoman rulers at 
the height of their power in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries could envisage 
for their relations with foreign states. The Sharia or Islamic Law stipulated 
that no definite peace could be concluded with a non-Moslem power as long 
as its rulers did not acknowledge the primacy of the Moslem faith. Catholic 
Spain’s refusal to treat with Moslem states is to be viewed in the same 
perspective. However, accommodations could be and were found to this 
precept as commercial considerations or the shifting of the sixteenth-century 
balance of power triumphed over strict adherence to canonical rules. 
Temporary suspensions of hostilities were arranged and renewed, though 
there were still intervals during which bloody fighting took place. Some time 
after the conquest of Istanbul, Venice, which had extensive trading interests 
in the Levant and Black Sea area signed an agreement with the Turks by 
which Venetian nationals were granted the same commercial rights as they 
had enjoyed under Byzantium; in exchange, large tracts of territory in the 
Balkan peninsula that belonged to the Republic devolved to the Ottoman 
Empire. A year after this agreement was signed the Ottoman Sultan Mehmet 
II sent an envoy to Venice, where he was received with great honour. The 
agreement did not lead to the establishment of a permanent Venetian mission 
in Istanbul, but it did provide favourable conditions for the development of 
economic and political relations as Venice made use of her privileged links 
with the Ottoman state against her own rivals. Mehmet II was too shrewd a 
statesman to let religion interfere with this opportunity to foster dissension 
between the European powers; in the picturesque language of a French writer 
quoting a contemporary Ottoman chronicler, he was content to ‘soutenir les
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chiens contre les pores et les pores contre les chiens’.2 Similar trading rights 
were conceded to the other Italian city-states during the following decades, 
and in 1495 a special envoy of the Russian Tsar Ivan III, Michel Pletscheiff, 
also obtained large concessions for Russian fur traders.
Until the middle of the following century no permanent ambassador took 
up residence in Istanbul. The usual procedure was for the European powers 
to send special missions with limited instructions, such as to negotiate a truce 
or announce the accession to the throne of a new ruler. In 1530 the Doge of 
Venice was represented by a special envoy called Mocenigo at the circumcision 
celebrations of Suleyman II’s sons. In 1528, Ferdinand of Habsburg sent a 
representative to Istanbul in an unsuccessful attempt to forestall the signature 
of an agreement between his Hungarian rival and tbe Ottoman Empire.
Permanent embassies were gradually established by European powers on 
the shores of the Bosphorus during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
after France concluded a treaty with the Ottomans in 1535 that amounted to 
the first definite political settlement between them and a European power. 
This agreement provided inter alia for reciprocal freedom of navigation and 
the establishment of French consuls in Ottoman ports. The Habsburgs 
followed suit after a Turkish envoy bearing peace proposals to end the state 
of war between the two countries had been received in state in the Austrian 
capital in 1533. A Venetian bailo, as the Republic’s ambassadors were known, 
had preceded by a short time the Austrian intemonce in Istanbul. England 
had from 1583 a permanent representative in the Ottoman capital, mainly 
handling commercial matters though Queen Elizabeth had toyed with the 
idea of a joint Anglo-Turkish attack on Catholic Spain. Holland’s representa­
tives looked after their country’s extensive trade interests from 1612 onwards; 
and one of them, J. Coljer, who served for forty-one years in Istanbul, often 
acted as a mediator in disputes between the Ottoman Empire and another 
power. As for the Russians, the Treaty of Carlowitz in 1699, which first 
secured for them direct access to the Black Sea, also provided for a Russian 
representative to be permanently stationed in Istanbul. Permanent missions 
were opened in the Ottoman capital by Sweden in 1734, the Kingdom of the 
Two Sicilies in 1740, Prussia in 1749, Spain in 1779, Sardinia in 1824, the 
USA in 1830, Tuscany in 1834, Greece in 1835 and Portugal in 1843. Istanbul 
became one of the pivots of the diplomatic circuit. However, for almost three 
centuries after the first foreign embassies were opened in Istanbul the Turks 
for various reasons failed to reciprocate. They were not, first of all, very 
much interested in foreign countries, for whose inhabitants they felt mostly 
scorn and contempt. Then Turkish traders had no commercial interests abroad 
that would justify the existence of diplomatic missions to look after them.3 
Furthermore, Turks were also loath to live for long periods in foreign parts, 
and this unwillingness to expatriate themselves would render difficult the task 
of finding suitable staff for such missions. But perhaps the most important 
single factor that delayed for centuries the formation of a proper Ottoman 
diplomatic service is to be found in the structure of the imperial administrative 
machine, with its heavily centralized nature, which demanded that every 
question of importance be dealt with in Istanbul. Thus the Ottomans, in 
conducting negotiations with foreign powers, preferred as a rule to use the 
latter’s envoys in Istanbul.
At the head of this centralized ruling machinery were the sultans. During
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the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries a line of exceptionally gifted and able 
sultans succeeded each other on the Ottoman throne and supervised personally 
the conduct of state affairs both at home and in military and foreign matters. 
The fairly limited scope of the view prevailing about the conduct of foreign 
affairs did not necessitate the existence of an extensive department assisting 
the sultans in the drawing-up of foreign policy. There was no separate section 
in the Ottoman chancery dealing exclusively with foreign affairs, and the 
official in charge of the Empire’s foreign affairs combined this position with 
responsibilities relating to financial or internal matters until well into the 
nineteenth century, when a separate Ministry of Foreign Affairs was set up. 
The fusion between internal and external affairs is best illustrated by the 
choice of messengers commissioned to deliver the sultan’s notification to a 
foreign ruler. These were chosen from among the Cavuses, a corps discharging 
the duties of couriers to provincial governors. The sultan was content to let 
his will be known to foreign rulers, and declared war if they did not comply 
with it. Even though the Cavuses despatched to foreign countries were mere 
couriers, they were nevertheless bearers of the imperial word, and their safety 
was not a matter to be trifled with -  as the Hungarians discovered to their 
cost when in 1521 they murdered Behram Cavus, who had been sent to Buda 
by the sultan to demand the payment of a tribute. This incident precipitated 
an attack by the Turkish armies on Belgrade which eventually led to the 
conquest of Buda.
A court official called the Nisanci, whose principal duty was to stamp the 
sultan’s cipher (Tugra) on official documents after having examined and 
corrected them, supervised matters connected with foreign relations at a time 
when the Turkish armies, led in person by the sultan, were advancing 
triumphantly through central Europe and the Near East.
Towards the close of the sixteenth century the succession of remarkable 
sultans who had largely contributed to the establishment and aggrandizement 
of the Empire during the preceding two centuries came to an abrupt end. 
Their successors preferred to leave the conduct of state affairs to the Sadrazam 
or grand vizier, who was the sultan’s representative in both civil and military 
matters. The grand vizier’s Chancery, known as the Divan-i Hiimayun 
Kalemi, was headed by an official called the Reis-iil Kuttab, who besides 
supervising the work of the Chancery prepared the reports presented by the 
grand vizier to the sultan and assisted the former in matters related to foreign 
affairs over which he (the grand vizier) had overall control. Even so, the 
Reis-iil Kuttab or Reis Efendi was not, initially at least, very important, and 
as only a minor figure in the grand vizier’s suite did not actually take part in 
negotiations with foreign envoys but merely kept a record of them. However, 
the burden of running the Empire increased with the passing of time and the 
emergence of new issues, leaving the grand vizier less opportunity to handle 
personally all matters of government. At the same time as relations with 
foreign states entered a more complex phase that demanded constant attention 
and a more subtle approach, the task of conducting foreign affairs was 
gradually delegated to the Reis Efendi. This was formalized during the 
Carlowitz peace conference, when the Reis Efendi assumed responsibility for 
the conduct of the negotiations that led to the conclusion of a peace treaty 
with Russia.
From now on the Reis Efendi became a Foreign Minister of sorts, though
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this was not his only attribution and he still had no subordinate office dealing 
exclusively with foreign affairs. Most of the offices coming under the Reis 
Efendi were of a more or less hybrid nature, dealing with both foreign and 
domestic affairs, some of which were not even remotely connected with the 
conduct of foreign policy. The former included (1) the Beylikci, a sub-section 
of the Divan in charge of issuing and recording various documents such as 
treaties made with foreign states and those concerning their execution; (2) the 
Mektubî sadr Âli, which dealt with the incoming and outgoing corres­
pondence of the grand vizier and thus could occasionally cover foreign affairs; 
(3) the Amedî, which as the personal secretariat of the grand vizier kept 
records of the meetings between the Reis Efendi and foreign envoys; (4) the 
Divan-ı Hümayun Tercümanı or Dragoman, the Translator of the Imperial 
Divan, together with his assistants, the Dil Oğlanları, one of the most 
important offices under the Reis Efendi. Among the offices not related to 
foreign affairs were the Tahvil and the Rüus, which issued and recorded 
warrants for the investiture of provincial governors, holders of feudal 
landholdings, etc..
The Ottoman Chancery was a highly complex body of in-bred, paper­
generating clerks who scribbled away happily for generations. At the lower 
echelon of the hierarchy were the hiileja or clerks of first, second and third 
class, with the tesvidci (maker of rough copy), the hülasaci (précis writer) and 
the tebyizci (maker of final draft). Their work was checked first by the kanuncu, 
a legal expert who ensured that the measure which was the subject of the 
document conformed to the administrative law of the Empire, then by the 
mümeyyiz, who examined the documents in order to maintain uniformity and 
correctness of official style, and lastly by the kesedar (purse-bearer), who 
intervened at the final stage to collect fees charged for the issue of documents. 
The Reis Efendi, while supervising the work of the officers under him, also 
performed various other functions. He was personally responsible, as already 
stated, for drawing up the reports that the grand vizier regularly submitted to 
the sultan on all affairs of state, and he read the messages the sultan sent to the 
grand vizier during council meetings. But gradually the conduct of foreign 
affairs became his main occupation, and it was through him that the foreign 
representatives in Istanbul transacted their diplomatic business. He was, 
however, always assisted by the Empire’s head jurist, the Kazasker, whenever 
important points were raised in order to safeguard the interests of the state. 
The Reis Efendi would also make the necessary arrangements when a foreign 
representative had express instructions from his own government to deal 
directly with the grand vizier. Moreover, the Reis Efendi was also expected 
to accompany the grand vizier on campaigns, as the latter led the Ottoman 
armies in the field after the sultans abandoned the practice of going on 
campaigns themselves. A substitute would be appointed in the Reis Efendi’s 
place for the duration of the campaign, and though the substitute’s tenure of 
office was temporary he exercised all the powers and fulfilled all the functions 
of the Reis Efendi himself.
Though the volume of diplomatic activity increased over the centuries, the 
status of the Reis Efendi in the Ottoman hierarchy remained fairly modest. 
Foreigners sensitive to the importance of diplomatic relations came to cbnsider 
him as a fully fledged minister for foreign affairs, and consequently attributed 
to his office an importance that paradoxically was denied to it by the Ottomans
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themselves. They persisted in their determination not to attach great import­
ance to their relations with the European states, about whose politics, laws 
and occasionally even geographical locations they often had only the vaguest 
of notions. Their sources of information were quite meagre as their own 
nationals did not bother to learn European languages. The little intelligence 
they did obtain was derived from a few limited sources. The earliest and most 
short-lived had been, in the second half of the sixteenth century, the network 
of marrano merchants, the crypto-Jews, who had established trading 
counters in Amsterdam, London and Bordeaux and who maintained a close 
correspondence with one of their flock, Joseph Nassi, a favourite of Sultan 
Selim II. The Ottomans were thus provided with some precious information 
on the internal situation of the European states. The few and infrequent 
special embassies despatched by the Ottomans to European courts were not 
very successful as a means of gathering information, partly because they were 
not meant to perform this duty. Nevertheless, the head of one such embassy 
sent to Paris in 1669, Süleyman Ağa, has won the eternal gratitude of the 
Parisian coffee drinkers for having introduced this beverage to France.
The translator to the Imperial Divan, the dragoman, whose office came 
under the direct supervision of the Reis Efendi, served throughout as the 
principal source of information on Europe at the disposal of Ottoman rulers. 
Until the middle of the seventeenth century this office was held by a 
European renegade, usually of Italian, Hungarian or German origin, who 
would usually know, besides his mother tongue and the language of his new 
country of adoption, Latin and one or more other European languages. From 
the 1650s onwards, members of Greek Orthodox families from the Phanar 
quarter of Istanbul who had begun to acquaint themselves with European 
ways and languages assumed this responsibility. The dragoman’s duty was to 
translate the notes and communications exchanged between foreign envoys 
and the Reis Efendi, and to interpret during negotiations or when foreign 
ambassadors were received in audience by the sultan or the grand vizier. 
Because of his direct access to European sources of information the dragoman 
did not simply serve as a go-between but was often used on special missions, 
and although he was given specific instructions he nevertheless enjoyed con­
siderable latitude. However, some of these dragomans proved unreliable and 
a number were beheaded for having compromised Ottoman interests by 
divulging confidential information to foreign representatives in Istanbul.
By the end of the eighteenth century some of the more articulate Ottoman 
observers of the Empire’s decline had reached the conclusion that the 
regeneration of the Ottoman state structure could be achieved only through 
administrative and military reforms along European lines. One of the 
leading advocates of this school of thought was no one less than the reigning 
sultan himself, Selim III, who had distinguished himself even before 
ascending the throne by his keenness to keep himself informed about the 
fluctuations of European politics. Thus his decision to open permanent 
embassies in various European capitals during the early 1790s had a twofold 
objective. First, they were to provide first-hand information about the 
upheavals that, following the French Revolution, threatened to embroil the 
Empire in the European crisis. Second, these missions were expected to serve 
as training grounds where young officials would be instructed in European
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languages and practices connected with the administration of the Empire.
Starting with London in 1793, permanent missions were established in 
Paris, Vienna and Berlin. The missions each consisted of an ambassador, two 
or three young secretaries, and one or two interpreters who were usually 
Greek or Armenian subjects of the Empire. The heads of mission and their 
staff were expected to serve three years in their places of residence. More or 
less simultaneously with the opening of permanent diplomatic missions, 
consuls were also appointed in various trading centres abroad to look after 
the commercial interests of Ottoman subjects. The newly nominated consuls 
were usually Greek Orthodox subjects of the Empire who had long been 
established as merchants in the places that now came under their jurisdiction. 
As a matter of fact, the first consulates were opened in places where Ottoman 
Christians had been known to trade since the beginning of the eighteenth 
century -  Malta, Messina, Naples, Genoa, Marseilles and Alicante. 
Amsterdam followed in 1804 and London in 1806. To complete the opening 
of permanent embassies and consulates, some steps were taken to reform and 
rationalize the office of the Reis Efendi in an effort to meet the increase in 
official business resulting from the creation of an Ottoman permanent diplo­
matic corps. As such, a special section of important affairs was created 
(Mühimme Odası), staffed initially by fifteen clerks to implement policies
formulated by the sultan. However, this should not be read as an attempt to 
create a central bureau for the conduct of foreign affairs but only as a 
realization of the necessity for an effective direction of the diplomatic 
relations of the Empire in view of the prevailing turmoil caused by the 
Napoleonic wars in Europe.
Opposition to the reform programme initiated by the sultan, lack of 
qualified personnel for the embassies and the failure to coordinate the 
activities of the embassies efficiently all hindered the proper development of a 
network of diplomatic respresentation. By 1811, barely twenty years after 
the first embassies opened, all ambassadors were recalled and chargés 
d’affaires were left in charge of skeleton missions.
When the Greek uprising that was to lead to the creation of an independent 
Greek kingdom started in Morea during the summer of 1821, the Greek 
subjects of the sultan who were by now acting as chargés in Ottoman missions 
abroad became security risks and were dismissed. The embassies and con­
sulates were soon closed down altogether.
At the same time, the Ottoman Government took measures to combat its 
dependence on the Greeks. A Moslem was appointed dragoman of the Divan 
and an office, the Tercüme Odası (Translation Room) was inaugurated with 
the dual purpose of instructing Ottoman officials in European languages and 
translating into Turkish articles published in the European press about the 
Ottoman Empire. This establishment was to grow into one of the essential 
elements of the Foreign Ministry when this institution was founded a decade 
later. It also served as a nursery for a new breed of officials, conversant with 
European languages, who had wholeheartedly adopted the reform policies 
advocated by Selim III. Sultan Mahmud II, who succeeded to the throne in 
1809 after a brief spell of reaction, pursued the same policies and reestablished 
permanent diplomatic representations abroad. Mahmud’s aim was to try to 
obtain assistance from Europe at a time when his empire, barely recovering 
from the loss of Greece, was fighting for survival against a powerful
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provincial governor who had rebelled against the Sultan’s authority in Egypt.
Permanent embassies were reopened in Paris, London and Vienna in the 
course of 1834; soon after, consular nominations were resumed. Lessons had 
been learned from the failure of the earlier attempt to establish permanent 
embassies. The importance of the Translation Room as a training school for 
budding diplomats was emphasized by a series of regulations. More 
meaningful was the change made in the title of the Reis-ül Küttab, who 
became in March 1836 Hariciye Nazın (Foreign Minister) to bring the 
position in line with its European counterparts.
Though this change in title can serve as a convenient landmark to date the 
foundation of a Foreign Ministry in the modem sense, it was only over the 
following decades that the Ministry acquired the structures needed for the 
proper functioning of such an institution. There was no deliberate effort to 
provide the necessary administrative basis for the efficient functioning of the 
Ministry, which was run on more or less ad hoc lines. Regulations were 
passed relatively late in its history.
When the Reis Efendi was given the title of Foreign Minister in March 
1836, no alterations were made to the fabric of his old office, which only 
changed its name. In November of that year the position of under-secretary 
(Müsteşar) was established to assist the Minister. After a few years of 
confusion caused by the lack of any clear distinction between offices (a 
Foreign Minister combined his ministerial post with the ambassadorship in 
London, while his under-secretary did the same in Paris), things settled down 
in the 1840s when the post of under-secretary, which had been abolished in 
1842 upon the appointment of its incumbent to the embassy in London, was 
reestablished in 1845 to serve as the mainspring of the Ministry. The office of 
secretary-general (Hariciye Katibi) was also created as a move to decentralize 
the internal administration of the Ministry by delegating some of the respon­
sibilities of the under-secretary to this new official. This post was abolished in 
the 1870s, and the mektupcu (an official inherited from the office of the Reis 
Efendi) was promoted to replace him as the administrative head of the 
Ministry.
During and after the Crimean War the Ministry acquired a clear identity. 
This was partly achieved by the establishment of separate archives, the 
Hariciye Evrak Odasi, which were run in a more rational way and were later 
to serve as a repository for the archival material of most other civil service 
departments.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs preserved until the 1880s the dual 
character of the office of the Reis Efendi, continuing to handle various 
matters relating to the internal affairs of the Empire alongside the Chancery 
of the grand vizier (the Divan-ı Hümayan Kalemi), which issued and recorded 
all imperial orders, restrictions, notifications, etc. Moreover, the Ministry 
had general control over the non-Moslem subjects of the Empire through a 
department divided into separate sections for each community. Though the 
Ministry lost these two responsibilities in the 1880s, it did retain some 
additional duties not usually associated with the conduct of foreign affairs, 
such as the supervision of the mixed courts established in the Empire through 
the Capitulations granted to foreign powers. The Minister for Foreign 
Affairs was also the ex officio chairman of the Board of Health, established to 
coordinate the quarantine services of the Empire and to prevent the spread of
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contagious diseases. The Board, composed of both Turkish and foreign 
members, acted as a ministry of public health and was as such subordinate to 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
It was only in 1913 that an organic law was passed regulating the working 
of the Ministry and giving a clear indication of its subdivision into specialized 
departments. These had come into existence gradually in response to specific 
needs.
The department of the Ministry that handled political affairs was the 
Tahrirat-i Hariciye Kalemi, or as it was known in French the Direction de la 
Correspondance Etrangère. The department was responsible for the drafting 
of all political and diplomatic dispatches sent to Ottoman missions abroad. In 
1877 an inner section was inaugurated in this department to deal exclusively 
with important affairs; it was reminiscent of the Miihimme Odasi that had 
been established in the office of the Reis Efendi at the close of the eighteenth 
century.
Both the Translation Room and the Press Department remained under the 
supervision of the Ministry. The Press Department controlled the national 
press, published locally both in Turkish and in other languages, and also 
foreign journals circulating in the Empire; it was one of the busiest and most 
crowded sections in the Ministry, as a very strict censorship was maintained.
Another important section was the Department of Nationalities, known in 
French as the Bureau des Sujétions. It was established in 1869 to check on the 
real nationality of a great number of individuals living in Turkey who 
claimed to have foreign nationality in order to benefit from the advantages 
given by the Capitulations to foreign nationals. Foreigners who had business 
transactions to conduct with any official Turkish department had to present a 
paper stating that they were not Turkish subjects. The Bureau des Sujétions, 
which had branches in all the main provincial centres, delivered this 
document in exchange for a fee; these fees constituted the main revenue of the 
Ministry.
In addition to the departments already mentioned, others handling con­
sular, commercial, legal, etc. affairs were gradually opened. With the advent 
of the telegraph, a telegraphic cipher department was established. The 
Introducteur des Ambassadeurs, who acted as the head of court protocol, and 
the dragoman of the Divan came also under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and ranked among its most senior officials. In 1896, the Minister was given a 
private secretariat headed by a chef de cabinet. The Council of the Ministry, 
which met twice a week to discuss administrative matters, was composed of 
the under-secretary, the secretary-general, the chief of the ministerial cabinet 
and the heads of departments.
The 1913 Organic Law replaced this rather shadowy organization with 
another more akin to the structure of a contemporary Foreign Ministry. The 
powers of the under-secretary, who was given a deputy, were reinforced as 
the office of the secretary-general was abolished. Two directors-general were 
established; the first handled political matters, supervising three 
sections, whose specific activities were clearly defined, as well as the by now 
institutionalized section of important affairs. The second director-general 
dealt with consular and legal matters and commercial affairs. The under­
secretary had direct control over personnel, press, nationalities, archives, 
translation and accountancy departments. The office of the government’s chief
502 TURKEY
legal adviser had earlier been incorporated into the Ministry, while the head 
of court protocol had been transferred to the palace.
This set-up, inspired by a study of similar European institutions, was to be 
adopted in its broad outlines by the Turkish Republic when the Ottoman 
Empire was overthrown in 1922.
At the same time as the expansion of the Foreign Ministry was taking 
place, and perhaps even the reason for its development, a string of permanent 
diplomatic missions was opened in foreign capitals in the course of the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries starting with the embassies in Paris, 
Vienna and London established in 1834. These were followed by missions in 
Berlin (1837), Athens (1840), Tehran (1849), Brussels (1854),' The Hague 
(1854), Turin (1854), Naples (1856), Madrid (1857), St Petersburg (1857), 
Washington (1867), Bucharest (1878), Belgrade (1879), Cetinje (1880), 
Stockholm (1898), Sofia (1909), Bern (1915), Copenhagen (1917) and Kiev 
(1918).
In 1860 drastic economy measures aimed at curtailing public expenditure 
forced the government temporarily to close down its missions in those 
countries that had not been a party to the Paris Peace Treaty of 1856. The 
Ottoman government made an exception for its missions in Athens and 
Tehran, capitals of two neighbouring countries. Those missions that were 
closed down in 1860 were reopened in the 1880s. In the meantime, Ottoman 
envoys in the remaining capitals were also accredited to those countries 
where permanent missions had been abolished. The ambassador in London, 
for instance, was accredited to The Hague and Brussels, the ambassador in 
Paris to Madrid.
In 1886 a regulation was passed dividing Ottoman diplomatic missions 
abroad into four categories. To the first category belonged the embassies -  
London, Paris, Vienna and Tehran — that had been opened initially as such, St 
Petersburg (which was raised to embassy status in 1873), Berlin (embassy in 
1874), Rome (replacing Turin, embassy in 1883). To these seven embassies 
Washington was added when the post was raised to an embassy in 1914. The 
staff of each embassy, according to the 1886 regulation, was composed of one 
counsellor, one first secretary, one second secretary and one third secretary, 
in addition to the ambassador himself. The missions in Athens, Bucharest 
and Belgrade were first-class legations each with one first, one second and 
one third secretary, plus the head of mission. Cetinje and Washington were 
second-class legations, with one first and one second secretary, while 
Madrid, Brussels and Lahej, being third-class legations, had only one third 
secretary in addition to the minister. There was no restriction on the number 
of unpaid attachés. Though this regulation determined the number of 
personnel assigned to each mission, appointments were made without any 
regard to its stipulations — some representations had more than their allotted 
number of secretaries while others were understaffed.
The opening of diplomatic missions abroad was justified by the necessity 
for the Ottoman Empire to integrate itself into the European community of 
states. The proposers of this change argued that the Empire could no longer 
afford to pursue its policy of ‘splendid isolation’. As a matter of fact the 
Crimean War, during which the Ottoman Empire had been allied to the two 
great western powers, and the ensuing Congress of Paris, which had admitted 
Turkey into the European concert, had made it imperative for reasons of
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both prestige and policy that the Empire be represented in as many capitals as 
possible.
As diplomatic missions abroad became a permanent feature of Ottoman 
administration, there appeared in the Empire a new type of civil servant, the 
career diplomat, who having a sound knowledge of at least one European 
language and having acquired familiarity with European ideas, thoughts and 
mores, served as an essential channel for the diffusion of these concepts, 
which were to be instrumental in the modernization of Ottoman society.
During the first decades that followed the establishment of permanent 
missions, the selection of personnel appointed to serve abroad reflected the 
newness of the institution. Mahmud II was reported to have said, in order to 
convince reluctant would-be appointees, that it was more glorious to be an 
ambassador to a foreign court than Minister for Foreign Affairs in Istanbul. 
The first heads of missions were either military officers who had been trained 
abroad or leading apologists for the policy of opening the Empire to European 
influences. Their staffs were composed of young trainees from the Translation 
Room, who were sent abroad to complement the instructions they had received 
in Istanbul. Then, in the late 1860s and early 1870s, these first graduates from 
the Translation Room, having risen through the ranks, and having climbed 
through the various echelons of the diplomatic hierarchy both abroad and at 
home, themselves became heads of missions and created a professionally 
trained diplomatic corps. One of the first to achieve this was Esat Pacha, who 
having undergone a period of training at the Translation Room was sent, at 
government expense, to Paris to complete his studies in the late 1850s, was 
later appointed as secretary to the Paris embassy and then transferred to St 
Petersburg as first secretary. After a prolonged period of duty as counsellor 
again in Paris, Esat was sent as consul-general to Buda, from where he was 
promoted minister to Athens in 1872. Having subsequently served as head of 
mission in Rome and in Vienna he was called back to Istanbul in 1878 as 
under-secretary at the Foreign Ministry before being appointed in 1880 to 
Paris, where he remained as ambassador for fourteen years.
This brief summary of the career of a professional diplomat is useful, as it 
provides an insight into the Ottoman diplomatic service as a working insti­
tution, with all the paraphernalia of promotions, changes of residence, etc. 
However, there was no rule that clearly regulated any of these. Admission 
into the Ministry, for instance, was based more on patronage than anything 
else, with the children or other relatives of the reformist administrative elite 
being given preference. Esat Pacha, for example, was the younger brother of 
Emin Muhlis Pacha, who was serving as dragoman of the Divan when Esat 
himself entered the foreign service. Nepotism and favouritism were perhaps 
inevitable, at least in the early years, as the reformist movement did not have 
a large following and the young men entering the Translation Room were 
already politically engaged either through family links with the reformists or 
from personal conviction. One of the most blatant cases of nepotism was 
Musurus Pacha, who distinguished himself by remaining ambassador in 
London for thirty-five years. This worthy had at one time staffed the entire 
embassy with his sons, nephews and sons-in-law.
In 1885 a commission, presided over by the under-secretary and comprising 
all the heads of departments, was appointed to examine prospective candidates, 
who were required only to show their proficiency in French, which since the
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late 1830s had been the official working language of the Ottoman Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs. The commission was also to check on the morality and 
personal ability of the candidates. The successful candidate would be admitted 
for a probationary period of two years, at the end of which his appointment 
was confirmed. The same commission also decided on the nominations and 
appointments, both in the Ministry and abroad, of the secretaries, attachés 
and consuls. The appointments of the counsellors and the consuls-general 
were decided by the Minister himself, while heads of mission were appointed 
by the sultan upon proposals from the Minister.
There was no clear-cut rule determining the tour of duty either abroad or 
at home. Diplomats served for indeterminate periods, and nominations and 
movements from one post to another depended principally on connections. 
As a rule, heads of mission were moved less often than their subordinates, 
and though none equalled Musurus Pacha’s record-breaking stay in London, 
several Ottoman ambassadors remained for more than fifteen years in the 
same post. The same body of personnel provided staff to serve in missions 
abroad and in posts at home; generally, its members were frequently inter­
changed, though there were instances of senior officials acceding to the highest 
positions in the Ministry without ever having served abroad. Similarly, other 
diplomats were never on duty at home; after completing their two-year 
probationary period in the Ministry, they spent their whole official lives abroad.
Despite the emergence of a professional body of foreign service officers, 
outsiders continued to be appointed heads of embassies and legations. Some 
of these appointments were meant to be golden exiles for their incumbents, 
whose presence in Istanbul had, for one reason or another, become undesirable 
to the powers of the time. Other non-professional appointments were destined 
to reward loyal servants of the sultan. The great majority of non-professional 
envoys came from the military. One of these soldiers-tumed-diplomat, 
Major-General Ibrahim Fethi Pacha, served successfully as Ottoman envoy 
to Belgrade for ten years; then during the Balkan wars he commanded an 
army corps that, according to the calculations of the Ottoman general staff, 
was meant to capture the capital where he had earlier represented his sovereign. 
Ibrahim Fethi failed to storm the Serbian capital, and died in the attempt. His 
body fell into the hands of the Serbians, who retained good memories of the 
Ottoman envoy and gave him a state funeral in Belgrade.
Consulates, which had begun as honorary posts to which local dignitaries 
or Ottoman resident merchants were appointed, underwent tremendous 
development and mushroomed throughout the world during the nineteenth 
century. Nominations of honorary consuls were continued, and there were 
few towns that could not boast of the presence of an Ottoman consul, some 
of the more unlikely places being Jerez de la Frontera in Spain and Bradford 
in England. Simultaneously, a network of consulates headed by officials from 
the Ottoman Ministry of Foreign Affairs was established in the main industrial 
and commercial centres of the world. Neighbouring countries were the object 
of special attention, and in some cities of southern Russia and Persia officers 
from the general staff were appointed as consuls. The consulate in 
Kermanshah, for instance, was regarded as being on the same level as a minor 
legation while during the First World War the Ottoman consul in Harrar had 
a distinctly political role, gun-running in the Red Sea and fostering unrest in 
Italian Eritrea and the Sudan.
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Although most of the career heads of mission had earlier done a stint in one 
of the major consular posts, and although there was -  at least on paper -  no 
distinction between the diplomatic and consular services, there existed an ipso 
facto specialization, and some officials rotated from one consular post to 
another without ever being appointed to a diplomatic mission.
For most of the period covered the Ottoman Empire was governed in an 
autocratic way, and ministerial appointments were the reflection of either the 
sultan’s or the grand vizier’s will; in this they did not differ greatly from other 
administrative appointments. The ministerial seat was the highest position a 
career official could aspire to; it is interesting to note that in the period from 
the creation of the Ministry in 1836 to the overthrow of the Empire in 1922, 
of the thirty-eight Ministers for Foreign Affairs only six were career diplomats, 
twenty-one had in one capacity or another served either in the Ministry or in 
missions abroad, while the remaining eleven had had no connection with 
foreign affairs before or after their nomination as head of the Ottoman 
diplomatic service.
One interesting aspect of the Ottoman diplomatic service was its racial and 
religious composition. The Ottoman Empire was a multinational state 
comprising many different ethnic and religious groups. One of the aims of 
the nineteenth-century Ottoman reformists was to build up an Ottoman 
commonwealth out of this motley collection, and one way of creating a 
feeling of solidarity and loyalty was to open the service of the state to members 
of all communities. This well-meant but obsolescent policy was applied 
relatively successfully in the foreign service, which admitted to its ranks 
members of all the major ethnic groups in the Empire. Four non-Moslems 
served as Foreign Minister, the last of them, a Maronite Christian, as late as 
1922. Orthodox Greeks and Armenians were appointed to embassies and 
consular posts and served as heads of department in the Ministry. Dadian 
Pacha, an Armenian, filled the post of under-secretary for almost twenty 
years. By the second half of the nineteenth century a large number of Moslem 
Turks were acquainted with foreign languages and were willing to mingle 
with foreigners, so one can assume that the admission of non-Moslems to 
senior posts in the diplomatic service reflected a genuine intention on the part 
of the Moslem reformist elite to let their non-Moslem subjects participate in 
the conduct of affairs.
The Nationalist Movement that rose against the very stiff clauses of the 
Sèvres Peace Treaty, dictated after the First World War by the Allied Powers 
to the vanquished Ottoman Empire, and that ultimately toppled the imperial 
regime, conducted its struggle on both the military and the diplomatic fronts. 
During the early stages of the Movement its Foreign Ministry was housed in 
a single room on the second floor of a derelict building in the provincial city 
of Ankara, which was to become the capital of the new regime. The Ministry 
consisted of four people under a Minister who had served in a junior capacity 
in the Ottoman diplomatic service before holding some important appoint­
ments in the imperial provincial administration. The revolutionary character 
of the new regime was indicated by the fact that one of the four people 
working for the Ministry was a young woman.
Despite this rather unassuming start, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is 
today one of the most important public departments, attracting some of the
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brightest young graduates entering the service of the state. This importance is 
a reflection of the considerable place foreign relations still occupy in the 
minds ot Turkish policy-makers because of the country’s geopolitical situation.
Recruitment to the Ministry in the early days of the Republic was a fairly 
simple matter. Though there were many former imperial officials who were 
transferred to the Republican diplomatic service (Ahmet Muhtar Mullaoğlu, 
who served as the first Republican ambassador to the United States, had been 
the Ottoman envoy to Athens before the First World War; Münir Ertegün, 
who held some of the key embassies after the proclamation of the Republic! 
had taken part in the Brest-Litovsk peace negotiations as legal adviser to the 
Ottoman delegation), there was nevertheless an acute need to fill up the ranks 
of the Ministry, which had been depleted both by the losses in human lives 
sustained during the war and by the departure and emigration of many 
members of the non-Moslem communities who had hitherto served in the 
diplomatic service. Admission was therefore a mere formality. No educational 
requirements were expected from candidates, who were only asked to have a 
fairly good knowledge of French. Needless to say, strong family connections 
were an added bonus. However, during the early 1930s, as a result of the 
emphasis placed by the Republican leaders on formal education, admission to 
the Ministry was now conditional on the candidate passing an entrance 
examination. This exam, which was open only to university graduates, barred 
the way to the amateurish dilettantes. Officials without university degrees 
who had been admitted earlier were barred from further promotion, as an 
unwritten law restricted appointments to ambassadorial posts to university 
graduates.
The entrance examination in its present form is open to male and female 
graduates in law, political sciences and economics. It takes place once or 
twice a year, depending on the requirements of the Ministry for new 
personnel. These requirements also determine the number of candidates 
admitted, which usually averages twenty at each session. The first part of the 
exam is a written test to judge the candidate’s ability to express himself on 
paper on a given topic both in Turkish and in either French or English. A 
fairly stiff selection process takes place at the end of this test, the main 
criterion for success being mastery of a foreign language. Candidates who 
survive the first selection are invited to an oral examination which takes the 
form of an informal interview, with senior officials from the Ministry testing 
the examinee s academic knowledge. Successful candidates are then admitted 
to the Ministry and distributed among the various departments according to 
the grades they obtained in the examinations; those who come top of the list 
are recruited into one of the political or economic departments.
After a probation period of six months, the new recruit is given the title of 
third secretary, but there still remains a hurdle on his way to the top. Six 
years after his admission to the Ministry he has to pass another exam to be 
promoted to first secretary. In contrast to the entrance examination, this 
exam aims at assessing the professional ability and skills the candidate has 
acquired. Questions are very much to the point and are limited almost entirely 
to service matters.
The Republic inherited the basic structure of the imperial Foreign Ministry, 
to which additions were made with time to meet rising needs. The central 
figure of the Ministry remained the secretary-general, who has always been a
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career diplomat. Though the secretary-general is appointed from among the 
senior ambassadors, there have been instances of secretaries-general acceding 
to the post who had not previously served as heads of mission abroad. The 
secretary-general has a varying number of deputies (see Appendix A). The 
three sections of the Direction de la Correspondance Etrangère of the imperial 
Ministry handling political affairs were promoted to independent departments 
under separate directors-general and were known by numbers, the First 
Department covering Western Europe and the Americas, the Second, Eastern 
Europe, Asia and Africa, and the Third, international organizations. In the 
early fifties a Fourth Department was created to handle cultural relations with 
foreign countries, a NATO Department was established after Turkey joined 
in 1952 and a Department of International Economic Affairs was set up to 
coordinate foreign financial relations. The conflict with Greece over Cyprus 
led to the creation of a separate department covering the issue, and a Research 
and Planning Department was established to serve as a ministerial ‘think 
tank’. In 1967 an administrative reshuffle redistributed the business of the 
various departments (e.g. the NATO Department was renamed the Depart­
ment of Mutual Security Affairs as a sign of changing times) and still serves as 
a basis for the present structure; there are a few minor modifications, the 
most notable being the abolition in 1973 of the post of senior deputy secretary- 
general. Following the series of terrorist attempts against the lives of Turkish 
diplomats serving abroad and their families, a special section was established 
to deal with security matters for the protection of diplomatic staff.
The secretary-general presides over the administrative structure of the 
Ministry and is assisted by his deputies, each of whom is responsible for 
specific departments. These departments, headed by directors-general, are in 
turn subdivided into various divisions under a head of division, the divisions 
being composed of a varying number of desks each assigned a specific country 
or topic. The desks, the lowest administrative units in the Ministry, are 
headed by a first secretary.
Promotion from a position to a higher one is now by seniority. Every 
official in the Ministry can today reasonably aspire to the rank of ambassador 
if he has completed the required terms in the lower echelons though whether 
he will get a nomination to an ambassadorial post corresponding to the title is 
another matter. This rather awkward system was devised in order to prevent 
meteoric ascensions, which are thought to undermine the corporate morale 
of Ministry officials.
There is no specialization in the foreign service, neither in the diplomatic 
and consular fields nor in serving at home or abroad. As a matter of fact, 
officials alternate regularly between a posting abroad and a nomination at the 
Ministry and the policy of the Ministry is to ensure, particularly at the lower 
levels, maximum interchangeability among its staff. Regulations currently in 
force provide for a two-year stint of home duty for each five years of service 
abroad, which can take place either in a consulate or in a diplomatic mission. 
Junior secretaries on their first posting abroad spend three years in a mission 
in Europe or North America and two years in an Asian or African capital and 
are also expected to serve at least once in a consulate. The movements of 
heads of mission are less clearly determined, but an ambassador is expected to 
remain three years in one post.
The distribution of Turkey’s permanent missions abroad is as follows
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(1979). Europe: all capitals with the exception oflceland and Malta; the two 
North American states; Latin America: Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Cuba, 
Mexico, Venezuela; Black Africa: Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Somalia’ 
Zaire; all member countries of the Arab League with the exception of 
Mauritania, Oman and the two Yemens; Asia: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 
People s Republic of China (since 1972), India, Indonesia, Iran, Japan, 
Malaysia, South Korea, Thailand. Turkey, who recognized the state of Israel 
in 1948, has since that date had a diplomatic mission in Tel Aviv. There are 
also Turkish delegations accredited to the main international organizations. 
Following general practice, Turkey has raised the level of its diplomatic 
representations to the status of embassy with the exception of its representation 
in Tel Aviv, which remains a legation headed permanently by a chargé 
d’affaires.
The tendency nowadays is to restrict nominations to ambassadorial posts 
abroad to career diplomats. A retired senior officer from the armed forces is 
occasionally sent to serve as ambassador, but this practice is becoming exceed­
ingly rare, much to the relief of Ministry officials. In 1979 only one embassy 
was held by a retired army officer, in contrast to four a few years earlier. The 
heads of the State Planning Organization are as a rule appointed to one or the 
other of Turkey s mission to international economic bodies upon completion 
of their tour of duty.
This practice of closing the Ministry to outsiders has ensured that it has 
remained politically independent of the various governments, especially 
important in recent years, which have witnessed frequent changes of govern­
ment because of parliamentary disequilibrium. The relative stability of the 
Ministry s senior personnel offsets the frequent changes of Minister, who are 
nowadays parliamentarians with little or no practical experience of the conduct 
of foreign affairs. Two recent Ministers were academics, and one a senior 
politician with a long experience of provincial administration. At times of 
parliamentary crisis, when caretaker governments are appointed as temporary 
stopgaps, a senior ambassador is usually chosen as Foreign Minister. In the 
early forties the creation of the post of parliamentary under-secretary, to be 
held by a member of parliament, proved to be a short-lived attempt to 
introduce direct parliamentary control in the Ministry. Today parliamentary 
control is effected through the Foreign Affairs Commissions of both houses 
of parliament, who must table their approval of the Ministry’s budget and 
who take this opportunity to express their views both on the Ministry’s 
record and on foreign affairs.
Besides the diplomatic personnel, the Turkish Foreign Ministry’s staff 
includes three other categories: legal advisers, some of whom are officials of 
the Ministry while others are seconded on a part-time basis from universities; 
the administrative class, whose members look after the accounts of the 
missions and similar matters; the technical class, which includes a multitude 
of specialists ranging from cipher clerks to wireless experts and others who 
may be recruited on a contract basis for specific assignments.
The compulsory retirement age for all categories is sixty-five; civil servants 
arc entitled to retire on pension after twenty-five years of service. Ministry 
officials who are getting married must have the Ministry’s approval before­
hand, and an unwritten law prevents marriages with foreign nationals.
The Foreign Ministry is regarded with mixed feelings. Turkish diplomats
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are accused of having been unable to keep abreast of the rapid evolution of 
Turkish society in recent years and to have lost touch with it. At the same 
time, they are criticized for failing to present the Turkish case on various 
issues properly on international platforms. There is also some feeling of 
resentment against the Hollywood image of the diplomat as a‘social butterfly’, 
an image that is hard to erase. The emphasis on foreign languages, which is 
the qualifying factor for admission, severely limits the number of applicants; 
only the scions of well-to-do families educated in private schools have the 
necessary linguistic qualifications to pass the exam. Further, the increasing 
number of children of diplomats entering the service reinforces the image of 
an elite corps closed to outsiders. This in turn generates a feeling of clannish 
pride that is shared by many Foreign Ministry officials.
In 1968 an Academy of Foreign Affairs was established within the Ministry 
to serve as a training school for probationary officials. Its curriculum has been 
devised to equip the young diplomats with a more balanced knowledge of 
local realities, with lectures on economic and social questions. It has also been 
suggested that foreign service officials should serve for a limited period in the 
provincial administration so that they may acquire a first-hand knowledge of 
local conditions. Nothing has come of this proposal since its logical corollary 
would be that provincial administrators should serve in the diplomatic service.
There is now a growing tendency among junior diplomats at mid-career, 
attracted by better working conditions, to request secondment to one or 
other of the international organizations. But Foreign Ministry nominees 
represent only a small proportion of the Turkish nationals working in these 
organizations. Still, it is from the Ministry’s ranks that hail the two Turks 
who have held the most senior appointments in such organizations (Ambas­
sador O. Olç^y as deputy secretary-general of NATO and Ambassador F. 
Berkol as assistant under-secretary of the United Nations).
As a concluding note, one may say that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
established in 1836, is in fact the oldest public administration in Turkey; all 
the other ministries in their present forms were set up at a later date. In 1986 
the 150th anniversary of its inception will be commemorated -  one hopes in a 
manner befitting the importance both of the Ministry’s past role as a channel 
for the introduction of reforms and of its present one of formulating a policy 
that will steer Turkey through the delicate course of international relations in 
the 1980s.
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NOTES
1 B. Bareilles, Rapport Secret sur le Congrès de Berlin (Paris 1919), 15.
2J. M. Jouannin, La Turquie (Pans 1840), 126.
3The treaty of  Passarowitz, signed with Austria in 1717, provided for an Ottoman 
consul (Shehbender) to reside in Vienna to look after trade matters. The consul, one 
Osman Ağa, was recalled at the request of the Austrian gov/ iment when he claimed 
recognition as a diplomatic agent, with the ensuing immunities and privileges.
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